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Let me begin by saying what an honor it has been 
for me to serve as the President of the Southern 
Association for Vascular Surgery. During my profes- 
sional career I have seen the birth, the childhood, the 
early adolescence, and now the adult years ofvascular 
surgery. 
Someone once said that a presidential ddress is 
like a body at a funeral--you can't have it without 
one, but nobody expects you to say anything. 
In a 1959 essay in Esquire, Alan Lomax, i the 
song collector and folldorist, argued that the Appala- 
chian Mountains had engendered a "vigorous pio- 
neer music," vitalized by "a century of isolation in 
the lonesome hollows." He identified the sound of 
this American music, bluegrass music, as the "high 
lonesome." Bluegrass music audiences know this 
sound well and know that it originated with Bill 
Monroe, the founder of bluegrass. Bill Monroe, the 
father of bluegrass music, died in September 1996. 
He said ofhis early life that it was a hard life to grow 
up with no money. 2 He said you'd sing a lot of sad 
lonesome songs. In his high, lonesome tenor voice 
he created one of the most durable idioms in Amer- 
ican music. His music became the bedrock of a tradi- 
tion that survives among enthusiasts around the 
world. His influence choes down, not just through 
country music, but from Elvis Presley, who recorded 
his "Blue Moon of Kentucky," to the Grateful Dead 
and the Eagles. 
Cecilia Tischy, in her exploration of country mu- 
sic entitled High Lonesome begins by saying that in 
the car, that's where this book begins. 3For me, the 
subject for this talk began in the car, one Sunday 
morning returning from early morning hospital 
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rounds. I heard Cecilia Tischy interviewed on my 
favorite country music station. I knew that America's 
music was going to be my topic for this presidential 
address today. As she says, country music is really 
about the country, the United Stares, as the nation 
has been represented in its literature and its visual 
arts. Chet Atldns said "Country music is our heri- 
tage; they ought to teach it in the schools. ''4 
Country music is a distinctively American, com- 
mercial, popular music whose roots reflect a storied 
melting pot, a blending and mixing of the diversity of 
musical traditions,  Most important is the Anglo- 
American folk music heritage. Transplanted to the 
Southern United Stares and living there in relative 
isolation for centuries, British ballads like "Barbara 
Allen" and "Pretty Polly" became staples of  the rural 
musician's repertoire. The American experience 
added new themes to traditions' stock oftunes, with 
songs from the cowboy, the farmer, the railroader, 
the coal miner and, as always, the lover. Other music 
roots joined this country music trunk from the Afri- 
can-American, Cajun, a d Latin American cultures as 
settlements pread from Southeast to Southwest 
across the U.S. landscape, and these brought new 
instruments and new songs to the traditional base. 
Rural musicians added even more songs, styles, and 
instruments from the passing popular music of the 
late Victorian era and early twentieth century Amer- 
ica. These influences literally passed through the hin- 
terlands in traveling shows, minstrels, vaudevilles, 
medicine and tent shows--leaving their marks on 
amateur ural pickers and singcrs who entertained 
themselves, family, or friends at typical gatherings 
such as house parties and fairs. The fiddle was Amer- 
ica's most popular frontier musical instrument, and 
as time passed the better fiddlers began competing 
for prizc money at a growing array of fiddlcr's con- 
ventions. The talented band leader or string band 
picker could always hope to find work with the trav- 
ding shows, and some did. Roy Acuff and Gene 
Autry first honed their talents in medicine shows. As 
a larger entertainment i dustry grew, southern rural 
music was tough to name and to classify; it was ready 
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to carve a niche for itself. In 1925, which is only 5 
years into radio's commercial history, WSM in Nash- 
ville was one of four stations that had pioneered the 
use of  live country talent on barn dances of the air. It 
was just a few years later that country music also 
became a staple of the powerful Mexican border 
radio stations, which blanketed North America with 
live or recorded rural talent from the 1930s into the 
1950s. 
I was born and raised in Nashville, "Music City 
USA." My first recollection of country music was in 
1940 when I was away in summer camp in North 
Carolina. I was never a camper; I much preferred 
home and that's probably why I remember. It  was 
Saturday night in the large pavilion where the 
entire camp gathered for vespers. In the back- 
ground on the radio was the music of the Grand 
Ole Opry emanating from radio station WSM in 
Nashville, Tenn. Country music and I both grew, 
but it was a good many years before I returned to 
my roots and allowed country music to be a regular 
part of my life. 
It was during my fellowship in Houston with Dr. 
Deßakey that I was first introduced to music in the 
operating room. I don't  recall that the music we 
listened to was country music; it was whatever Dr. 
DeBakey felt was appropriate and what he wanted to 
hear. I do remember that one of the more popular 
songs during 1959 and 1960 was "Mac the Knife," 
and I could relate to that very weil. 
There was a hiatus as I established practice before 
I came back to music in the operating room. When 
St. Thomas Hospital built its new facili~ and we 
moved into my new operating suites, the music was 
piped in. Not  country music, but at least it was 
music. However, when the good sisters decided we 
had to have a quiet hour in the morning and in the 
afternoon, some of us brought our own sound sys- 
tems into the operating room, and they have re- 
mained there since then. 
There was an article in ]AMA in September 1994 
on the effects ofmusic on reactivity among cardiovas- 
cular surgeons.6 A beneficial autonomic effect of mu- 
sic was demonstrated in this study. It was, therefore, 
with a great deal of delight that I read this article 
because I wholeheartedly endorsed the concept of 
music in the operating room. I felt that it was bene- 
ficial to have background music and never felt that it 
interfered with the surgical procedure. There were 
many times when as the tension increased, as prob- 
lems developed, my reaction was "turn up the mu- 
sic." Nietzsche wrote in 1889, "Without music life 
would be a mistake." The authors in the JAMA 
article speculated that "without music, surgery 
would be a mistake." 
It was Jimmie Rodgers, a tubercular ex-brakeman 
from Mississippi, and the Carter Family from Vir- 
ginia who were discovered by Victor Records in 
1927 in Bristol, Tenn., and began to forge careers in 
country music. Rodgers symbolized and sang about 
the rounder, the rambler, the roustabout. The Cart- 
ers stood for home, God, mother, family, and faith. 
It  was in the 1920s that the record companies 
used Atlanta and Memphis as their centers for re- 
cording. It was not until 1928 that Nashville hosted 
a recording session, and it was some 20 years later 
that music recording came to Nashville to stay. 
Let's step back a minute and look at the mother 
church of Nashville music, the Ryman Auditorium. 
The Ryman was constructed as a tabernacle as a 
result of  a revival by Samuel Porter Jones in 1885. 7 
Thomas Green Ryman, who was a steamboat captain 
and had made money on building and plying steam- 
boats on the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers, 
heard Jones at one of his revivals and was "convert- 
ed." It occurred to Ryman along with Jones that a 
tabernacle for all denominations that would be large 
enough to accommodate a crowd was something 
Nashville needed. Finally, in May 1899, the taberna- 
cle was completed at an approximate cost of 
$100,000 and had the capacity for 3755 people. 8
The Grand Ole Opry began on Nov. 28, 1925, as 
the WSM radio barn dance.9 The show was broadcast 
from the WSM studios. The featured performer that 
night was an 80-year-old fiddler, Uncle J immy 
Thompson, who boasted he could fiddle the "taters" 
oft the vine. Others must have agreed, because before 
the hour-long program was over telegrams were pour- 
ing in requesting that he play the listeners' favorites. 
The barn dance became a hit, but there was also 
another program that preceded the barn dance on 
WSM radio that was called the "Music Appreciation 
Hour."  ~ 0 It was a pro gram of classical music directed 
by Dr. Walter Damroch, who was at one time the 
leader of the New York Symphony. George D. Hay, 
the solemn old judge of the Barn dance, followed the 
"fine lace" of Dr. Damroch's classical hour. It was in 
1927, the year o fmy birth, that the solemn old judge 
introduced his program, "Friends, the program 
which just came to a close was devoted to the classics. 
Dr. Damroch told us that it was generally agreed that 
there is no place in the classics for realism. However, 
from here on out, for the next 3 hours we will 
present nothing but realism. It will be down to earth 
for the earthy." Judge Hay then uttered the words 
that still reverberate in the national music conscious- 
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ness: "For the past hour we have been listening to 
music taken largely from grand opera. From now on, 
we will present the grand ole opry." Thus WSM 
found an "official name" for the program that has 
continued uninterrupted every Saturday night since 
1925. There seems to be some disagreement as to 
exactly when the Opry moved to the Ryman, but 
historians at the Country Music Foundation feel that 
they have the documentary evidence that the move 
to the Ryman Auditorium occurred June 5, 1943. 
The move to the Ryman Auditorium firmly es- 
tablished counn T music as a form of entertainment. 
A portion of the Grand Ole Opry was sold to the 
R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company in 1939, so that 
by 1943 there was an endorsement of Prince Albert 
Smoldng Tobacco during the show. 
THE EARLY PERFORMERS 
Jimmie Rodgers was as Southern as you can get. 
He was born in Meridian, Miss., in 1897.11 His 
mother died when he was 4 years old, and he hit the 
road with his father, who was a gang foreman on the 
Mobile and Ohio Railroad. That did not leave much 
time for school, but he was going to a school of 
another ldnd. He road the rails and lived in towns all 
over the South. He learned a lot about music from 
the black work gangs along the way. He saw honley 
tonks, hobo camps, and train wrecks. By the time he 
was 14 years old he was fully employed by the rail- 
road, and although he had a deep interest in music, 
he never gare it rauch consideration as a career until 
tuberculosis forced hirn to retire from the railroad at 
the age of 28. Rodgers had a style that was to lead 
him in great prominence. It was a mournful tech- 
nique derived in part from his listening to the blacks 
and their music-- it  was called a "blue yodel," and it 
became the hottest act in country music. 
For 6 years, Jimmie Rodgers was the leading 
entertainer in vaudeville shows, school houses, tent 
shows, and radio shows. He sang the songs of the 
people of the South. He was known as the singing 
brakeman. His singing left an indelible impression on 
the country that was in the early days of the depres- 
sion and soon to suffer the ravages of the dust bowl 
of the Midwest. He died in 1933 at the age of 36. 
I graduated from medical school in June 1953. It 
was on Jan. 1, 1953, that Hank Williams died in the 
back seat of his pink Cadillac convertible on the way 
to a concert in West Virginia. Those early years of the 
Fifties had seen the birth ofvascular surgery: the first 
aortic replacement in 1951, carotid endarterectomies 
in 1953 and 1954. 
Hank Williams was born in Georgiana, .&la., in 
1923. At the age of 7 years, his mother gave him a 
$3.50 guitar, and the "hillbilly Shakespeare" was 
taking his first music lessons. His teacher was a black 
street singer, who instructed Hank while the boy was 
shining shoes and selling peanuts on the curbstones 
ofAlabama towns. 
Hank Williams went on to be a song writer with a 
variety of veins: weepers ("Cold, Cold Heart ' ) ,  
happy songs ("Hey, Good Looldng"), philosophic 
pieces in monologues under the name of Luke the 
Drifter, and sacred songs ("I Saw the Light"), but 
none that touched so many as " I 'm So Lonesome I 
Could Cry." 
He was playing a medicine show when he met 
and married his wife, Audrey Shepherd. She was to 
have a major influence on his short life. 
Ernest Tubb was impressed with Hank Williams 
and recommended to the manager of the Grand Ole 
Opry, Jim Denny, that Hank be given a chance on 
the Opry. He was, at the time, on another country 
show, Louisiana Hayride. 
Hank Williams came to Nashville for an audition 
at WSM, where he met Fred Rose. Hank sang several 
songs for Mr. Rose, but to prove that he could write 
music it is recounted that Fred Rose gave hirn an 
imaginary situation and sent him in a room to write a 
song. 12 He emerged with "Mansion on the Hill." 
It  was June 11, 1949, that Hank Williams sang 
"Lovesick Blues" on the stage of the Grand Ole 
Opry. Years after his death it was written, "He 
stopped the show colder than it has ever been 
stopped before or since in its 31 years." After Hank 
had gone through six encores, Red Foley had to 
make a little speech to quiet the place down and get 
the show back on schedule. 
The next 2 years, Hank held his drinldng in check 
and his music popularity soared. Minnie Pearl char- 
acterized him as a strange man. Trying to cope with 
hirn was like riding a t iger--you couldn't ride it and 
you couldn't get oft. Hank Williams shared the fun- 
damental beliefs ofhis audiences. He had respect for 
his religion, his roots, and his upbringing and liked 
the old shouting country gospel music. 
1951 was a high point and a low point in Hank 
Williams' short life. During that year, he had hit after 
hit on the top ten charts. His drinldng was under 
control, but unfortunately he fell under the influence 
of Toby Marshall, a man who had obtained a $50 
medical degree by mail. Marshall's concept of treat- 
ing alcoholism was to give the patient injections of 
morphine, phenobarbital, and hydrates. Hank was 
receiving these and drinldng as well. Also, in Decem- 
ber 1951 his chronic back problem was exacerbated, 
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and he required surgery. Early in 1952 all of his 
problems got the best of hirn. He fired a gun at 
Audrey. She left him, and they were divorced for the 
second time. In August 1952 he was fired from the 
Grand Ole Opry. 
His fame was short-lived, and it was on Jan. 1, 
1953, at the age of 29 that he was found dead in his 
Cadillac on the way to Oak Hill, W.Va. 
Hank Williams' body lay in stare at Montgom- 
ery's Municipal Auditorium. It is said that there has 
never been a funeral in Montgomery to match. 13 
"Luke the Drifter" lay in a silver casket as Ernest 
Tubb sang "Beyond the Sunset." Roy Acuff sang "I 
Saw the Light," and Red Foley sang "Peace in the 
Valley." It was in the year ofhis death in 1953 that 
his song 'Tl l  Never Get Out of This World Alive" 
outsold all other records. 
MINNIE  
I f the Ryman Auditorium was the mother church 
ofmusic, then Minnie Pearl was its minister of humor. 
She was bom in Centerville, Tenn., on Oct. 25, 1912. 
She became amember of the Grand Ole Opry in 1940 
and was the first woman to be a part of the Opry. 14 
In her humor, she constantly talked about Grind- 
ers Switch, a railroad switching site near Centerville, 
Tenn. She attended Ward Belmont College in Nash- 
ville and taught dance in Atlanta for a while, but at 
the age of 28 she joined the Grand Ole Opry. 
The world recognized her as Minnie Pearl, the 
comic with a $1.98 flowered hat. After her first show 
on the Opry, she received more than 300 cards and 
letters regarding her performance. 
Minnie Pearl was an invented role for Sarah 
Ophelia Collie Cannon. Having attended Ward Bel- 
mont College in Nashville, she described the origin 
of her comedy character ole: "I was city broke, 
häving graduated from a finishing school. For 6 years 
after leaving Ward Belmont, I worked in rural areas 
producing amateur musical comedies out of Atlanta. 
It gave me a chance to really make a study of country 
girls. I became Minnie Pearl in 1936 in Bailey Town, 
Ala., at a show. I was staying in a mountain cabin and 
met a fine old mountain woman who told so many 
tales and funny stories. After spending 10 days with 
her, I began to quote her and people would laugh. 
She was like Granny on Beverly Hillbillies, a 
sprightly, brittle, hardy woman with a bun ofhair on 
the top of her head." 
The city of Nashville recognized Minnie as a 
cultured, sophisticated woman, marricd to a busi- 
nessman and friend to many local citizens other than 
her audience. She was deeply involved in the com- 
munity, sincerely caring for people and giving. In 
1971, Sarah Cannon underwent double mastectomy 
for breast cancer. In 1987, she was awarded the 
National Cancer Society's award for bravery of the 
year. In 1991, she lent her name and the money to 
create the Sarah Cannon Cancer Center at Centen- 
nial Hospital in Nashville. Amy Grant, whose father 
cared for Minnie Pearl during her many trying years, 
named her oldest daughter Sarah Cannon Chapman. 
Sarah Cannon died in May 1996. 
ROY ACUFF 
The fathcr figure of country music was a thin, 
wispy man with a warm smile, a deeply lined face, and 
a yo-yo that he played with on stagc. Roy Acuff was 
born in the Smoky Mountains ofEast Tennessee. His 
first love was baseball, and he hoped to become a 
professional bascball player. An accident, however, 
prcvented him from continuing his dream, and he 
learncd to play the fiddle. It was in 1938 that his first 
great hit, "The Great Specldcd Bird," was played on 
the Grand Ole Opry and became his trademark, is 
During the war years, this song along with the "Wa- 
bash Cannon Ball" and "A Wreck on the Highway" 
wcre the country music songs listened to throughout 
this counn T and abroad by men of the South in the 
service. In 1981, Roy Acuff became the first living 
musician elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame. 
The citation read "Roy Acuff, the Smokey Mountain 
boy." He fiddlcd and sang his way into the hearts of 
millions the world over, oftentimes bringing country 
music to areas wherc it had never been before. The 
king of  country music carried his troupe of perform- 
ers overseas to entertain his country's armed forces at 
Christmas timc for more than 20 years. Many suc- 
cessful artists credit their success to a helping hand 
and an encouraging word from Roy Acuff. 
The first 10 years of the Opry were dominated by 
instrumental music rather than vocal music. It was 
not until the rise of Roy Acuff that the show had a 
singing star. By 1943, Roy Acuff was undisputcdly 
the biggest fignre in country music. 
WOMEN IN  COUNTRY MUSIC  
As far as the hillbilly record business was con- 
cerned, before 1952 womcn were the primary source 
of the blessings or afflictions that male hillbilly stars 
sang about, but that was about all. The principle 
subjects of hillbilly song, women were people to be 
loved (sweethearts, mothers, or wives), complained 
about (wives or sweethearts), corned (all othcrs), or 
wary of (all of the above). They could add some 
visual appeal or comedy to the live performance of 
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the male stars, but they were not supposed to aspire 
to singing stardom for themselves. 
It was in 1952 that a talent scout for Mercury 
Records signed a teenage female drummer to a re- 
cording contract. 16 His superiors were not particu- 
larly enthusiastic. They said girl hillbillies don't seil, 
everybody knows that. His response was they don't 
sell because we don't kalow how to sell them. The 
reason we don't lmow how to seil them is because 
the hillbilly record business has been too long dom- 
inated by men. If you get just one girl singer really 
started, look at the business he would do--there 
wouldn't be any competition. 
The superiors »von out, and that teenage drum- 
mer, Oklahoma born and California raised, would 
Bnd another ecording label and become the matri- 
arch of the Opry's female vocalists, Jean Shepard. 
In I949, RCA had recorded eight songs by Kitty 
Wells, the wife of hillbilly singer lohnny Wright of 
the Johnny and Jack team. The songs were all reli- 
gious or semireligious, and none of the records were 
ever distributed. Johnny Wright, however, believed 
in his wife's potential popularity. He had seen how 
the audience responded to her frequent appearances 
as a gospel singer with the Johnny and Jack troupe. 
In 1952, when a Hank Thompson recording on 
Capital called "Wild Side ofLife" began to look like a 
huge hit, Decca Records, Johnny and Jack's label 
asked Kitty to record an answer to the Thompson 
song. The song was "It Wasn't God Who Made 
Honky Tonk Angels. "17 This was the answer to the 
"Wild Side of Life." It was sung with a high, forceful, 
lilting quaver. The recording sounded as if it had 
been recorded by a female Acuff. It disproved all 
previous theories about female hillbilly records, 
quickly became the top song in hillbilly music, and 
led the way for many other female hillbilly classics. 
The next was Jean Shepard's "The Dear John Let- 
ter," on which she was aided by a Ferlin Husky 
monologue. This song was recorded uring the Ko- 
rean War and stayed on the top of the hillbilly music 
popularity poll for 28 weeks. Kitty Wells was to reign 
as the queen of country music for the next decade. 
THE DECADE OF THE SIXTIES 
In his memoirs Cronkite Remembers, Walter 
Cronldte said that Gore Vidal described the decades 
of the Sixties as the slum decade. It was the assassina- 
tion of John F. Kennedy in 1963 and the cesspool of 
Vietnam that were to embitter this country for years 
to come. In medicine, however, it was the beginning 
of the golden years--coronary artery bypass, extra- 
corporeal circulation, and the first heart ransplant by 
Christian Barnard in 1969. It was also the decade of 
man's brealdng the bonds of earth and venturing 
into space. 
In country music, two significant style-setting 
changes were made at the beginning of the Sixties. 
First, Patsy Cline, a singer with a powerful voice, 
became a star after winning an Arthur Godfrey Tal- 
ent Scout contest. 18 This showed that country girls 
could sing songs in a smoother, more pop-oriented 
style and seil to both country and pop audiences. 
Joining the Opry in the early Sixties, she recorded "I 
Fall to Pieces" and "Walldng After Midnight," which 
briefly made her the leading female country vocalist 
in America before she died in a plane crash. 
The second was Loretta Lynn replacing Patsy 
Cline, with a different approach to country music) 9 
Loretta, a coal miner's daughter, began her sing- 
ing career in a Custer, Wash., grange hall one 
evening when her husband Mooney, a rodeo rider, 
got up before an amateur-night crowd and an- 
nounced that his wife could outsing any girl singer 
besides Kätty Wells. Still a teenager, not then quite 
14, Loretta proved him right. She and Mooney trav- 
eled across the country stopping at radio stations. In 
her twangy, Kentucky voice, she asked the DJs to 
play her songs. They did, and she became a star. 
Loretta joined the Opry in 1962. Loretta was 
probably aided by a change in the times. The Sixties 
were not nearly as naive as the Fifties. People had 
become more broad-minded. I fa woman had sung a 
song like "Don't  Come Home A-Drinldng (With 
Loving on Your Mind)" 20 years before, she would 
have been täken out and tarred and feathered. With 
"Don't  Come Home A-Drinldng" and "You Ain't 
Woman Enough (To Take My Man)," Loretta Lynn 
made an importänt contribution to the image and 
the confidence of the country girl. These songs and 
others like them that she wrote reflected her inclina- 
tion to fight for her rights rather than meekly accept 
her lot. Many other female artists who followed owe 
a lot to the pioneers of the Fifties; Crystal Gayle 
(Loretta Lynn's sister), Tämmy Wynette, Brenda 
Lee, Dolly Parton, and, of course, the stars of today; 
Reba McIntyre, Cathy Matteau, Tanya Tucker, Pam 
Tillis, and the list goes on and on. 
ROCK-A-BILLY 
The styles ofJimmie Rodgers and Bob Wills were 
heavily laced with blues. So, it was a long-simmering 
pot that boiled over when hillbillies began to rock. 
Rock-a-billy's trouper place was Memphis, the home 
of the Burnette brothers and Sun Records. Rock-a- 
billy, so the story goes, originated from the Burnette 
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brothers, Johnny and Dorsey. 2° They had sons, 
Rocky and Billy, and one night they dedicated songs 
to their sons Rocky and Billy and wrote "Rock-A- 
Billy Boogie." On the scene at Sun Records in 
Memphis at about that time were Elvis Presley, 
Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash. 
Four giants and artists in the field of music in one 
small studio in Memphis. Elvis was the king of 
rock, but with his talent, his charisma, and his 
manager, Colonel Parker from Nashville, he was 
also a part of country. He toured with Ferron 
Young, Ferlin Husky, the Carter Sisters, Hank 
Snow, the Duke of Paducah, Marty Robbins, and 
on down the list. He performed for the first time 
on the stage of the Grand Ole Opry in December 
1957. 
It was inevitable that rock-a-billy would hit the 
top of the pop charts with the Everly Brothers 
"Dream," Marty Robbins with "The White Sport 
Coat," Elvis with "Heartbreak Hotel," "Don't Be 
Cruel," and "Hound Dog." 
THE SEVENTIES 
The seventies found this country embroiled in 
the Viemam War, Watergate occurred, and President 
Nixon was forced to resign. The Southern Associa- 
tion for Vascular Surgery was founded and held its 
first meeting in 1976 in Nashville. It was the golden 
era of medicine, as the government had given us 
Medicare with a platinum American Express card and 
an unlimited credit. Robert Allman's film, Nashville, 
filmed on location in Music City, made its debut on 
Aug. 8, 1975. It was an attempt to portray some- 
thing ofMusic City's style and in doing so reflect on 
America s a whole. Some viewers thought the movie 
wickedly insightful, others found it extremely conde- 
scending. Brenda Lee's statement is probably as 
good as anyone's: "The only way it will be a big 
movie is for it to play a long time in the North. That's 
what the people up there think we look like, an D 
way." Another ather prophetic statement was made 
by Ronnie Milsap, who said "I could say I didn't see 
a thing in the film, but that wouldn't be fair." 
On March 15, 1974, the Grand Ole Opry played 
its last performance in the Ryman Auditorium. The 
closing number was a stage full ofperformers singing 
"Will the Circle Be Unbroken." 
Plans for a new opry house had begun in 1968, 
when the president of WSM did not feel that the 
Ryman Auditorium could be renovated and decided 
that it was time for a new home for the Opry. The 
first performance in the new opry house was March 
16, 1974. Present were President Richard M. Nixon 
and his wife, Pat. Ironically, it was on August 8, 
1974, that Nixon resigned his presidency. 
Country music had its new home, but it still had 
its problems. It was during this same period of time 
that Buddy Holly had risen to stardom. Waylon Jen- 
nings played bass for Buddy Holly. He had been with 
Holly for only 2 weeks as they were on a Midwestern 
tour but fortunately was not on the plane that 
crashed, taking Buddy's life. 
Shortly thereafter, Waylon fell in with a key sing- 
er/songwriter, Tompall Glaser. Glaser had grown 
dissatisfied with the Nashville sound, and in 1967 he 
and his brother dared to publish a song that 
broached the subject of"free love"; John Hartford's 
hobo song for the counterculture "Gentle On My 
Mind." This, of course, launched Glenn Campbell's 
career. It also staked Tompall and his brothers to an 
independent recording studio and production com- 
pany. They called their music "progressive coun- 
try"--a couple ofguitars, a bass, drums, steel, maybe 
a harmonica, but no strings, no horns, and no care- 
fully harmonized background choruses. By making 
his own kind of driving music, Waylon Jennings 
began to click on the charts as he never had before. 
In 1973, a North Carolina disc jockey needed a
handle to explain grouping together the music of 
Waylon, Kris I(ristopherson, and Willie Nelson. He 
called it "outlaw music. "21 
Tompall's~o~ce thought i was perfect. The Out- 
laws dressed in scruffy denim and leather, boots, and 
cowboy hats at a time when many country artists 
strove for a more urban look. They wore their hair 
long, they didn't shave, and they were widely ru- 
mored (not without reason in some cases) to be 
doing drugs. It sounded angerous and romantic at 
the same time. 
~lerry Bradley ofRCA conceived the concept of an 
album that would exploit he Outlaws and its name- 
sakes' new-found visibility. Waylon had just won the 
Country Music Association's male vocalist award of 
the year. Rounding out the group were Waylon's 
wife, Jessie Coulter, and Willie Nelson, just enjoying 
his first chart breakthrough with "Blue Eyes CrTing 
In the Rain." Bradley pulled together some licensed 
tracks from Tompall and Jessie and some old RCA 
tracks from Waylon and Willie and created a syn- 
thetic duet on "Good-Hearted Woman" by dubbing 
Willie's voice over Waylon's. Issued in Ianuary 1976, 
"Wanted," the Outlaws had by the end of December 
the first country music album to be certified plati- 
num. 
The redheaded stranger, Willie Nelson, joined 
the Grand Ole Opry in 1964. At the fime, he and 
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Waylon were two clean-cut, clean-shaven, blazer- 
wearing acts that just seemed a little too off-center 
musically for RCA to market them in a big way. 
Willie was a musical eclectic--he liked all ldnds of 
music: blues, old big bands, standards, gospel, and, 
ofcourse, country. As a talented writer, he could not 
get the eclectic style down on record. 
After a decade in Nashville, Willie moved back to 
Texas. In 1973, he moved to the Aflantic label mad 
immediately Atlantic gave Willie creative autonomy. 
His first album was "The Trouble Maker," and 
shortly after, "Shotgun Willie." He continued re- 
cording in Texas and moved from Atlantic to Co- 
lumbia Records, but was careful to spell out in his 
contract hat he would retain full creative control. 
His next album, "Red Headed Stranger," established 
hirn as a genuine star. 
His next creative watershed was a trip back into 
the past with the classic pop songs of the thirties and 
forties. From this came "Stardust" in 1978 recorded 
at Emmy Lou Harris' house with a portable truck 
studio. "Georgia On My Mind," "Blue Skies," "All 
of Me," and "September Song" followed. 
THE EIGHTIES 
I f  the seventies were a heady time with artists 
such as Waylon, Willie, Loretta, and Dolly, the 
early eighties were when country music went Hol- 
lywood. The movie that would come to symbolize 
the era in country music was Urban Cowboy. 22 
Adopted from a 1979 Esquire story about the days 
in Houston oil fields and nights in a cavernous 
honky tonk known as Gilley's, Urban Cowboy 
seemed an ideal vehicle for promoting country 
music. It's star John Travolta had played the lead 
in Saturday Night Fever. In Urban Cowboy, Tra- 
volta played the struggling oil field cowboy who 
found distraction at night at Gilley's with Debra 
Winger in the role of a long-serving irlfriend. 
Propelled by Urban Cowboy, Gilley's house singer 
Johnny Lee scored a number one hit with the 
movie's theme song, "Looking for Love." Mickey 
Gilley, of course, did well after Urban Cowboy as 
well. Between 1980 and 1984, Mickey Gilley had 
10 number one singles. 
The eighties saw the continued exploratäon of 
space with the disaster of the Challenger space ship. 
In vascular surge12¢ , it was the early beginnings of 
angioplasty and endovascular techniques. Marty 
Robbins died after bis second coronary artery bypass 
procedure. The women of the Opry were the Man- 
drells, Dolly Parton, Lorrie Morgan, Reba, and many 
others. 
THE VOICE OF EXPERIENCE 
George Jones has been called the greatest coun- 
try singer who erer lived. 23 The claim, in part, ac- 
kaaowledged bis impressive technical gifts. Technical 
gifts aside, however, what distinguished George 
Jones from every other living singer was his deep 
underständing of sorrow and bis ability to convey its 
infinite shades and subtleties in song. Those who 
erer mer hirn over the years have invariably described 
hirn as a shy, taciturn man who isn't at all comfort- 
able holding up bis end ofa conversation. In singing, 
he found a voice that could entertain strangers. But 
one can't sing all the tirne. So, he found another 
comfortable voice at the bottom of a shot glass. The 
story goes that he says his life began in sorrow. 
"When I was born," he säid, "the doctor dropped me 
and broke rny arm." Though he suffered no lasting 
effects from the accident, it certainly was an omen of 
things to come. His father was also an alcoholic. 
Musie provided solace and escape wherever he 
could find it. By the age of 12 he was walldng the 
streets of Beaumont, Tex., stmmming a Gene Autry 
guitar almost as big as he was, singing for spare 
change. 
In 1967, Jones had himself committed to a hos- 
pital in an attempt to come to grips with bis alcohol 
problem. After a short convalescence, he fell oft the 
wagon. Shortly thereafter, he met Tammy Wynette 
and they were married. It was the third try at mar- 
riage for both, and within 2 years they had divorced. 
Over the hext 5 years, Jones' personal life fell into 
shambles--law suits, drinking completely out of 
hand, as weil as the use of hard drugs. However, in 
1980, under the tutelage of bis producer Billy Sh- 
eta'ill, he recorded "He Stopped Loving Her Today." 
It became anumber orte hit; it was bis fiftieth top ten 
hit, and in October 1980 he was honored as male 
vocalist of the year. He continued to struggle with 
bis addictions, however, until bis fourth marriage in 
I983, which finally set hirn on the path to recovery. 
He says he has kicked his alcohol and drug habit for 
good. 
BACK TO BASICS 
By 1985, New York Times music reporter Robert 
Palmer suggested that the Nashville sound was 
dead? 4He pointed out correctly that sales for some 
of country's biggest artists were slumping. In 1981, 
country accounted for 15% of all record sales. In 
1984, the share had dropped to i0%. The problem, 
as he saw it, was that conntry music performanee and 
the audience were aging. The rnusic, like any human 
enterprise, needed an infusion ofyouth to continue. 
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Interestingly enough, the same week that the Times 
article appearcd, George Jones was riding high on the 
country charts with "Who's Going to Fill Their Shoes." 
The 1985 Country Music Association Awards 
that year had the answer for all those who counted 
count H music out. George Strait won his third CMA 
award for best male vocalist, and Reba McIntyre her 
second for best female vocalist. Wynona and Naomi 
Judd accepted awards for vocal group of the year and 
singer of the year. Just as momentous, though less 
heralded, was the first CMA award that Hank Wil- 
liams, Jr., won. It was a brand new award, introduced 
that night for his music video of  "All My Rowdy 
Friends Are Coming Over Tonight." This, ofcourse, 
has gone on to be the theme song for Al Michaels, 
Dan Dierdorf, and Frank Gifford on "Monday Night 
Football." 
Reba Mclntyre was one of  the first Nashville 
performers to nnderstand the real power of the vid- 
eo. 2s While some established stars were avoiding the 
new medium, considering it a trashy gimmick, McIn- 
tyre was making movies. Her video of  "Is There A 
Life Out There" became one of the most remarkable 
pieces of film ever shot in Nashville. It showed the 
real power of country music video. The new age had 
arrived, and artists could use this new medium as not 
only a creative and marketing outlct but as a form to 
inspire and motivate. Few would have believed in 
1927 that hillbilly music would erer be a factor in a 
dramatic increase in college enrollment, but then 
again, who would have guessed that country music 
would grow into America's most beloved art form. 
Just like Reba's video character, country music has 
graduated and found its potential unlimited. Yes, 
there is a life out there. Within a year of the New York 
Timesproclaiming country music's dcmise, the music 
was showing signs ofrenewed vitality. In addition to 
the Judds, Reba, George Strait, and Ricky Skaggs, 
the most outstanding was Randy Travis. As Minnie 
Pearl put it, "He's a new vehicle with old wheels." 
Brandishing a gnarled, knotty baritone, Travis sang 
with the conviction of a man twice his age. It was in 
December 1986 that Randy Travis appeared on the 
Grand Ole Opry. 
BACK TO THE FUTURE 
As the Opry celebrated its seventieth anniversary 
in 1995, it was clear that country music continued to 
speak to vast numbers of Americans and, indeed, fans 
all over the world. Country music's hare of the total 
record market was approaching 20%, and almost 45% 
of adults listened to country music rather than any 
other single music format. 
There are those who claim that count U music no 
longer represents the pure mountain folk voice. A 
review of country music would say, however, that it 
has never been pure folk music from the moment it 
was recorded and sent out over the radio. From the 
time ofVernon Dowhart (the opera singer who gus> 
ied up country songs) and George D. Hay, right up 
to Randy Travis and Garth Brooks, country music 
has always been a blend of rural authenticity and 
modern accommodation. 
As country music evolves into the future, it is 
likely to remain rooted in storytelling with easily 
accessible lyrics and melodies. "High Lonesome" 
now extends beyond bluegrass into country music as 
a whole. It is not solely a musical tradition of Appa- 
lachian isolates or even of twentieth century rural 
southerners, dislocated by their job-related move to 
Northern industrial cities. It is not regional but na- 
tional. A mobile nation whose population has been 
urged to move and move again, to continue journey- 
ing to every compass point of huge confinental 
space, reveals in its country music the emotional 
result of this restlessness. As we approach the end of 
this century with its dizzy~ng change, country's abid- 
ing strength as been its role as an anchor to real life 
and traditional values. The images of the bombing of 
the federal office building of Oklahoma City have left 
an indelible impression on all our minds. This has been 
the pattern in country music all along. "High Lone- 
some," it turns out, is a national product available all 
over the United Stares. That has been the pattern in 
country music all along. 
I f the Grand Ole Opry hadn't grown up by itself, 
country music would have had to invent something 
like it. After 70 years, it has remained country music's 
single most venerated institution. It is more than a 
museum piece, though; it is a living, breathing link to 
the past that continues to be revitalized by new 
talents. It is where the stars come to reach out to the 
fans and to pay homage to the greats. 
Backstage at the Opry is a large oil painting of 
Roy Acuff, Hank Snow, and Minnie Pearl. Below is 
the inscription that says "The Grand Ole Opry is as 
simple as sunshine. It has a universal appeal that is 
built upon good will and with folk music, expresses 
the heartbeat of a good percentage of Americans 
who labor for a living." 
In the first week of October 1996, country music 
had its 30th annual CMA-sponsored awards ban- 
quet. Present were the "doom and gloom" prognos- 
ticators--the strangers who rode into town to gun 
down the industry and write its obituary. Many have 
been writing the death of country music while the 
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industry itself has spent the last 2 years in boot  camp 
preparing for the next wave o f  the assault. 
True, the local music business has hit a plateau 
after 5 years o f  unprecedented growth. But as has 
always been the case in the past, the new stars will 
come forward and the industry should grow. 
One o f  the brightest stars on the hor izon is a 
14-year-old from Texas who has recorded a 40-year- 
old song written for Patsy Cline, who died before she 
could record it. Bill Mack, a disc jockey and song 
writer, heard LeAnn Rimes and offered her "Blues" 
to record. The press has talked about  the Patsy Cline 
connect ion with LeAnn Rimes. It  has said that Char- 
lie Dick, Patsy Cline's widower,  from the first t ime he 
heard "Blue" recorded by LeAnn Rimes, he had to 
pull of fthe road and listen. The echoes ofhis  late wife 
were unmistakable: "She's got  a little bit o f  a lot o f  
people in her voice. I hear Brenda Lee, I hear Patsy, I
hear other people. She should indeed be around for a 
while." The headlines of  the Nashville Banner on 
Wednesday,  Oct. 2, the night o f  the CMA Awards 
supports country music. I personally believe the obit- 
uary is premature and that the music will survive. 
What  is country music? I t  is said it is simply three 
chords and the truth. 26 To me, country music is 
Marty Robbins '  "El Paso," Billy Dean with "Billy the 
Kid," or Glenn Campbel l  and "Wichita L ineman."  
I t 's  an old surgeon humped over meticulously sew- 
ing a 1 mm vein to a 1 mm calcified artery; it 's 
America's common man poetry. 
Iudge Hay's  Opry sign-off was "That 's  all for 
now, friends, because the tall pines pine and the paw 
paws pause, and the bumble  bees bumble all around, 
the grass hoppers hoF, and the eavesdroppers drop 
while gently the old surgeon slips away." Bill Ed- 
wards, saying so long for now. 
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